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There has been a considerable
correspondence in the Catholic press in
recent weeks concerning the ordination
of married men. This is put forward as
a solution to the problem of the
shortage of priests which has caused the
closure of a good many churches and
the amalgamation of parishes in some
dioceses, something that has in�icted
real pain and heartache on a lot of the
Catholic faithful. Given the age pro�le
of priests at the present time, this
situation is likely to get worse rather
than better in the foreseeable future.
The call for the ordination of married

men has come from a wide variety of
people - retired and serving bishops,
priests, nuns and religious, married
former Anglican priests and their wives,
former priests who left the active
ministry in order to marry, and so on.
Even the retired Archbishop of
Westminster, Cardinal Cormac
Murphy-O’Connor, has said that if he
were the bishop of a diocese
experiencing a shortage of priests he
would petition the Vatican for
permission to ordain married men of
good character. Pope Francis has said
that he is willing to listen to such
petitions and has encouraged national
Bishops’ Conferences to submit
‘courageous proposals’ on how to
remedy the priest shortage.
But not everyone is persuaded that the

ordination of married men, or of men
free to marry - the abolition of the
celibacy ruling - would be a good idea.
They point to the many advantages of
celibacy. For a start, celibacy saves the
Church a lot of money since it is much
cheaper to pay for the upkeep of a
single priest than it would be to provide
for a married man, his wife and family.
Also celibacy makes it much easier for
bishops to move priests around and has

been a great help to the Church’s
missionary efforts in countries in Africa
and Asia since single men can travel
more lightly and have greater �exibility
than married men with families. It is
also argued that celibacy releases the
priest from the distraction of having to
earn a living and that this frees him up
to focus on his theological studies, his
prayers and other priestly duties; it also
makes it possible for him to be ready to
respond to ‘sick calls’ at any hour of
the day or night. In short, defenders of
celibacy point to the holy, prayerful
lives of dedicated service of a great
many celibate priests down through
the ages.

Against these arguments those calling
for the ordination of married men put
one overriding objection: that celibacy
is the main reason for the acute
shortage of priests in our Church today
and that this shortage is likely to result
in a Eucharistic famine in the not too
distant future, and that without the
Eucharist the Church will die. It is as
stark as that. The choice is between
celibacy and the eucharist and, faced
with such a choice, the eucharist must
trump celibacy. As for the argument

about costs, it is pointed out that those
priests who left to get married would
probably be self-supporting since they
are either in paid employment or they
are retired with a pension. They would
also have pursued a career that gave
them a particular expertise - in
education, social work, business, or
whatever - that could contribute to the
wellbeing of the Church. It is also
argued that celibacy played a role in the
dreadful scandal of the sexual abuse of
children by priests and religious. Not
that celibacy caused this abuse, no, but
that the celibate lifestyle proved
attractive to some people who had
paedophile inclinations since it
provided an unspoken explanation of
why they showed no interest in women.
It provided them with a useful cover
story and put them in contact with
youngsters over whom they had
considerable control - the classic recipe
found in cases of child abuse. Celibacy
might also have played a role in the
cover-up of the abuse by bishops and
others in authority since the motivation
for this cover-up was the intention of
avoiding scandal by keeping the whole
thing ‘in house’, ‘among ourselves’
- and celibacy does generate a culture in
which priests and religious are seen as a
group of men set apart from other
baptised members of the Church, as a
kind of elite.

And that is why I personally would
support the ordination of married men:
I believe strongly that it would change
the culture of the Church we have
inherited from the 40s and 50s, which
was dominated by what is called
clericalism, the notion that the clergy
and religious constitute a kind of elite,
a group of Christians superior to the
rest of us. Celibacy of necessity forces
priests and religious to follow a
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different lifestyle from that of married
men and women and in this way
reinforces the clericalist mentality. But
Jesus did not found a two-tier Church;
he intended us to be one as he and the
father are one (John 17, 11).
Certainly, like any other institution,
the Church depends on people
performing different roles or functions
but these are functional differences
only; they do not confer a higher
Christian status on any one group or
individual. Every baptised man and
woman is as much a Christian as the
Pope in Rome. That is why the Second
Vatican Council’s document on the
constitution of the Church deliberately
placed the chapter on ‘the People of
God’ ahead of the one that deals with
the Church’s hierarchical structure.
The Church is,�rst and foremost, the
community of the baptised and those
with particular functions to perform
are there to serve this community, to
help preserve its unity and�delity to
Christ. I believe that a married clergy
would bring bishops, priests and the
faithful much closer together in their
actual lifestyle and, in this way,
prevent the kind of disconnect that
has arisen between of�cial Church
teaching on marriage and family life,
on the one hand, and the actual
practice of Catholics, on the other,
which Pope Francis’s Synod in Rome
was desperately trying to remedy and
overcome.
There will always be a place for

celibacy in the Church but it ought
not to be made a compulsory
requirement for ordination. There are
two distinct vocations: one to
virginity/celibacy and the other to
priesthood and there is no God-given
necessity for deeming them to be
inseparable. As Jesus said of celibacy,
‘Those who can take this, let them
take it.’ (Matthew 19,12) He
proposed it as an option merely.

Joe Fitzpatrick is a retired inspector of
schools. His book, The Fall and the
Ascent of Man, was published by the
University Press of America in 2012.

(See also book review on page 14.)
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An Advent Re�ection

Being a participant at an ecumenical
conference does not automatically
bring with it a renewed sense of
enthusiasm or hope. However, taking
part in the conference organised by
the Churches Together in Britain and
Ireland on the World Council of
Churches’ document The Church –
Towards a Common Vision,
(TCTCV) perhaps surprisingly
did just that.

The participants, coming from the
churches involved in the ecumenical
instruments in Britain and Ireland,
engaged with the document in a
manner which was friendly,
challenging and inspiring. Re�ecting
on both the reality of the church, and
on our aspirations to be church, we
were led to a recognition of demands,
diversity and difference.
Acknowledging TCTCV as a
convergence document, which seeks
to mark the place where we can stand
together as well as re�ecting where we
might�nd it dif�cult to talk to one
another, we were led to listen to,
recognise, and respect the work of the
Holy Spirit active in the other
churches.

Being part of such a conversation
highlighted among other things that
there is a real desire, together with a
spirit of realism, to seek visible unity
in the church. Yet, such unity remains
to be explored. It will involve
recognition, as well as repentance,
and ultimately only happen if we are
sincere in our efforts to draw ever
closer to Christ.

We are on an ecumenical journey,
sustained and supported by grace-
�lled and spirit-led ecumenical
partners. These are the women and
men committed to sincere and honest
listening. They are motivated by a real
spirit of hope, trust and genuine love

for the church.
As we enter into the season of

Advent, it seems to me that the
positive experience of the conference
may be a timely invitation to
something important. Advent is about
new beginnings, it is about joyful
expectation, it is about hopes and
dreams for creation and for humanity.
At the end of the conference when
participants were invited to sum up
their experience of the 24 hours, they
used words like gratitude, joyful,
respectful, and hopeful. These are
Advent words, and are clearly
connected to the questions which
arise when we explore what we mean
by church unity, when we seek to
clarify our vision of church, and when
we take seriously our engagement
with what structures, if any, are
necessary in order to be church.
Advent is undoubtedly a privileged

time. The gift of the World Council of
Churches of The Church - Towards a
Common Vision is perhaps an
appropriate document to accompany
our Advent journey. Opening it up
may well encourage us to re�ect in a
genuine ecumenical spirit, and so be
led to authentic expressions of
repentance, expectation and joy. The
God whose coming we await, and
whose coming we celebrate, is indeed
the God of the church. I strongly
suggest that TVTCV can help us this
Advent to truly celebrate the Church
as God’s initiative, and so open our
hearts to the challenge of being
Church, and of respecting the work of
the Spirit active and moving in such a
variety of ways.

William McFadden is a priest of the
Diocese of Galloway and former
Rector of Scotus College.


